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Abstract 
The academic discourse has been reported to be persuasive (e.g. Bhatia, 2004). Writers endeavour to represent themselves in a 
credible way to get their research accepted by the international academia. Metadiscourse is the linguistic system that enables 
writers to get positive evaluation of their studies and negative evaluation of previous ones (e.g., Hyland 2005). Little research has 
investigated the extent to which EFL subject specialists are aware of the interactional function of metadiscourse when reading 
field-related materials. This study attempted to fill this gap. Fifty EFL geography researchers were asked to read 4 field-related 
research articles (RAs) and to perform an oral protocol for each. They also responded to language proficiency test, subject 
background quizzes and a post-reading questionnaire. The protocols were coded in terms of evaluative metadiscourse based on 
Hyland’s (2005) taxonomy. Results showed that language proficiency was the main blocking factor confirming the linguistic 
threshold hypothesis (Cummins, 1979). The findings have important implications on how metadiscourse might improve field-
related RA comprehension in English.  
© 2014 Massabi. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
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1.Introduction 
A great deal of research in discourse analysis has recently demonstrated that the academic scientific 
discourse is interactive and persuasive and shaped by the values and beliefs of a specific discourse community 
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(e.g. Adel, 2006). Writers endeavour to represent themselves in a credible way to get their research accepted by 
the international scientific academia. The belief that scientific academic discourses merely transmit natural facts 
has been put into question. Hyland (2009) argues that discourses "are never neutral but always engaged in that 
they realize the interests, the positions, the perspectives and the values of those who enact them" (p. 4). The 
tendency of scientific writers to choose a particular range of rhetorical devices might reveal their attempts to 
establish interpersonal relations, to interact with their audience and to express values and personal attitudes about 
the content of their texts and about their audience(s).  
 
Metadiscourse is reported to be the linguistic system that enables these writers to establish interpersonal 
relations, to interact with their audience and to evaluate the content of their texts. Hyland (2005) defines 
metadiscourse as “the cover term for the self-reflective expressions used to negotiate interactional meanings in a 
text, assisting the writer (or speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with readers as members of a particular 
community” (p. 37). In fact, writers and readers are viewed as social agents and texts as a social enterprise in 
which writers do not only want their messages to be understood (an illocutionary effect), but also to get accepted 
(a perlocutionary effect). 
 
 The immense part of research on metadiscourse, however, has been limited to describing the writers’ 
use of metadiscourse across cultures and disciplines (e.g., Dahl, 2004; Ifantidou, 2005). Little research has been 
conducted to explore EFL readers’ awareness of the evaluative function of metadiscourse. Therefore, the present 
research aims to fill this gap. It has two main objectives: (1) to assess whether Tunisian geography 
teachers/researchers are aware of the evaluative function of metadiscourse when reading field-related RAs in 
English, (2) to assess whether this awareness facilitates their comprehension of field-related research articles in 
English, and (3) to find to what extent this awareness is related to the participants' proficiency in English and 
subject-specific background knowledge to find out about the variables that may hinder this awareness.  
 
These three objectives were guided by the following hypotheses: First, most Tunisian geography 
teachers/researchers were not aware of the evaluative function of metadiscourse when reading field-related RAs 
in English. Second, awareness of metadiscourse could facilitate EFL reading comprehension. Third, language 
proficiency would be the main factor hampering the participants’ awareness of metadiscourse. 
 
2. Background 
Many researchers have noticed that the difficulties second language (SL) and foreign language (FL) 
readers face when reading research articles (RAs) are not necessarily due to insufficient SL proficiency. Rather, 
these difficulties may relate to their inability to interpret the pragmatic meaning of this discourse (Grabe, 2008). 
In fact, the discourse of the research article is not merely expository. Rather, it consists of interactions among 
scientists in which writers seek to convince their audience(s) of the validity and importance of the results being 
reported and ultimately to get them accepted and used by a consensus of the community (Hyland, 2009).  
 
The reader’s ability to construct the writer-intended meaning sounds to be one major key to a successful 
reading comprehension. Indeed, any interaction between the writer and the reader is incomplete unless it is 
affected by the reader’s evaluation and appreciation (Grabe 2008). A further cognitive demand: readers should 
also be aware that illocutionary functions vary according to the context in which they occur (e.g. suggesting in 
one context may be asserting in one another). Interpreting pragmatic meaning is important as it helps readers 
decide whether the statement being offered, for example, is in support or critical of another.  
 
 The linguistic resources that writers use to express these illocutionary functions are referred to in the 
literature as interactional metadiscourse (Hyland, 2005). The latter can be of many types and range from a simple 
word 'perhaps' to a full sentence (for example 'the next chapter deals with the problem of poverty'), several 
sentences or even a whole paragraph. Hyland’s (2005) interactional metadiscourse taxonomy includes hedges 
(they withhold writer's full commitment to proposition), boosters (they emphasize force or writer's certainty in 
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proposition), attitude markers (they express writer's attitude to proposition), engagement markers (they explicitly 
refer to or build relationship with reader) and self–mentions (they explicitly refer to authors). 
 
 
3. Methodology 
 
3.1. Participants 
 
 Fifty Tunisian university teachers/researchers in the field of geography were purposefully selected for 
this study from four faculties of Humanities in Tunisia. Participants were selected, based on the results of a 
background questionnaire, only if they: 
1. were still doing research, 
2. were reading RAs in English, 
3. had a Pre-intermediate level threshold in English (based on self-report).  
 
 
3.2. Instruments  
 
The study combined quantitative and qualitative data collection instruments to assess the relation 
between the participants’ interactional metadiscourse awareness and their reading comprehension performance 
and to help enhance the reliability and the validity of the findings of the present study. Among the instruments 
used were an English proficiency test (the reading battery of the TOEFL), oral reading protocols, subject 
background quizzes and a post-reading questionnaire. The protocol has been claimed to be a powerful measure 
for tracking the reader’s psychological processes while minimizing researcher bias (e.g., Bernhardt, 1991; Lee, 
2007). It was completed directly after the reading task, so as to ensure that the participants' memory 'guarantees a 
minimum of interference with the reading process' (Dhieb-Henia, 2003, p. 110). The protocol was partly adapted 
from Daoud’s (1991). The participants were asked to read four RAs.  
 
The articles† were selected randomly from two authentic journals pertaining to two sub branches of 
geography: human geography (HG) and physical geography (PG). Two reasons account for the choice of the 
branches: First, different geography discourse communities shape differently their disciplinary discourses and 
the researchers’ practices and ways of thinking (Shoenberger, 2011). Second, based on Hyland’s classification of 
scientific discourse into hard and soft, physical geography discourse (a hard discourse) was thought to use less 
metadiscourse than that of human geography.  
 
The participants were asked to read the RA section by section and after each section, they had to recall 
everything they could remember about what they had just read (using words from the original passage or their 
own words) without looking back at the text. To avoid the problem of rote learning, the participants were not 
told beforehand that they would be asked to recall the text. Moreover, they were administered a distraction task 
(a post-reading questionnaire) between the initial reading of the text and the request for an oral recall. The oral 
protocols were not, unfortunately, audiotaped, a condition set by the participants. The researcher was forced to 
 
 
† The first article (RA1) is entitled “Visual threshold carrying capacity (VTCC) in urban  landscape management:  A case 
study of Seoul, Korea” written by Kyushik Oh and published in the Journal of Urbanism in 1998 (HG). The second (RA2) is entitled “Cities’ 
contribution to Global Warming: Notes on the Allocation of Greenhouse Gas Emissions” by David Satterthwaite published in the Journal of 
Biogeography in 2008 (PG). The third (RA3) is entitled “Migration in Europe” written by Boswell for the Policy Analysis and Research 
Programme of the Global Commission on International Migration published in 2005 (HG). The fourth (RA4) is entitled “The Mediterranean 
vegetation: what if the atmospheric CO2 increased?» and written by Cheddadi, Guiot and Jolly published in Landscape Ecology in 2001 
(HG).  
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take notes. The participants were allowed to recall the RA in any language they liked as research has shown that 
the participants’ language choice can determine the success of the recall (Alderson, 2000; Bernhardt, 2005; Chen 
& Doni, 1997; Dhieb-Henia, 2003). 
 
 
 3. 4. Data analysis 
 
The oral reading protocol, the main instrument in this study, was analyzed in such a way as to yield 
information about the participants’ both reading comprehension and use of metadiscourse. The scoring was 
performed in collaboration with four colleagues to avoid the problem of subjectivity. The group consisted of two 
Tunisian-born university applied linguist researchers, the subject informant of the present study and one British-
born university applied linguist lecturer. The articles were divided into quantifiable idea units using a system 
developed by Mayer (1985) for research on scientific prose. Only those ideas identified by at least four of the 
experts were considered basic main ideas. Inter-rater reliability ranged from .95 to .97. The same procedure was 
followed to identify interactional metadiscourse markers deployed in the RAs under study using Hyland’s (2005) 
taxonomy (the subject informant was not involved as he is a Geography teacher). Inter-rater reliability ranged 
from .82 percent to .87. Participants’ recalls of metadiscourse markers or metadiscursive relations recalled were 
compared against the metadiscourse markers identified by the coders.  
 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
4.1. Participants’ awareness of metadiscourse 
A statistical descriptive analysis of the participants’ interactional metadiscourse scores showed that the 
scores varied considerably across articles. While the mean scores were around 35% for RA1 and RA4, they were 
above 50% for RA2 and RA3. To understand the reasons behind this disparity in recall, the participants’ answers 
to the post-reading SI and their comments when performing the protocols were analyzed.  
Three main conclusions can be drawn: First, 30% of the participants, especially those researching in the 
sub-discipline of physical geography, believed in the neutrality and the straightforwardness of the geographic 
discourse. Indeed, when answering question 3 of the post-reading SI (Did the author try to create a dialogue with 
the readers through the article with his/her style of writing?), they argued that the geography discourse was 
scientific and free of bias and that the authors made little interference in their texts because it is built on 
experimentation, induction, replication, and falsifiability. The results then confirmed the first hypothesis of the 
present study which stated that most of the participants would not be aware of interactional metadiscourse. 
Recent studies have demonstrated, however, that the RA is a persuasive resource where knowledge claims are 
negotiated and where their veracity is assessed (e.g., Hyland, 2005). The authors' claims are very often produced 
within a context of hotly contested social and environmental values and competing economic and political 
interests. In other words, researchers tend to “galvanize support, express collegiality, resolve difficulties, and 
negotiate disagreements through patterns of rhetorical choices which connect their texts with their disciplinary 
cultures” (Hyland, 2008, p 4).  
The second factor in explaining the disparity in the recall of metadiscourse is the fact that most 
participants found RA2 and RA3 easier to understand.  Participant 28 explained “you can’t pay attention to 
specific linguistic items unless you master the language”. A great body of the literature supports this claim (e.g., 
Bernhardt, 1991; Lee, 2007). It was argued that increased automacity in text processing frees up the cognitive 
resources used to allocate attention to the linguistic construction of ideas. Hyland (2000), when examining the 
reading of undergraduate non-native readers of English, also found evidence that most low proficient readers did 
not notice metadiscourse when reading and those who did, did not consider interactional markers, namely 
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hedges, when directly asked about the certainty of the author about a proposition.  
The last explanation could be related to classroom training. In fact, English classes in secondary 
education in Tunisia focused more on cohesive devices when interpreting passages in English as it was believed 
that interactive markers contributed more to reading comprehension as they ensure cohesion and coherence 
(Dhieb-Henia, 2003). Studying the interaction between reader and writer is not part of the Tunisian teaching 
tradition (Dhieb-Henia, ibid). Dakowska (1993) argued from a cognitive psycholinguistic view that “rule 
presentation is an important aspect of instruction because the condensed information contained in rules possesses 
a highly productive potential” (p. 84). He added that non-native speakers’ perspective of language is incomplete 
and “contingent on the exposure and the stage of the learning process” (p. 86).  
  
4.2. The relation between the participants’ interactional metadiscourse use and their reading comprehension of 
field-related RAs in English  
 
Before answering the second research question, it is important to give an overview of the participants’ 
reading performance. The participants’ reading comprehension performance (as measured by the oral protocols) 
varied from one article to another. Indeed, while the mean scores for the participants’ reading comprehension of 
RA1 and RA4 were below average, those for RA2 and RA3 were above 60%. Furthermore, the standard 
deviation for RA3 was the lowest, which means that the participants had more homogeneous scores. Even the 
low proficient participants (e.g., Participant 35) performed relatively better when reading RA3. Most participants 
found both RA1 and RA4 rather difficult. Many participants reported having had problems with technical words, 
the length of the sentences, and compound complex nouns. In fact, the sentences in RA1 were reported to be 
quite long and elaborately structured with many embedded clauses. The average sentence length of the text was 
35 words per sentence. This can be compared to 23.8 words in average scientific writing (Camiciottoli, 2003). 
For instance, participant 36 said: “the author used many embedded clauses; between two ideas he intruded one 
other idea or an example” (RA1). Participant 45 admitted “whenever I came across a very long sentence, I got 
blocked” (RA4). Participant 7 complained: “The text is very technical. It requires a technical background. Add 
to this, the problem of a foreign language” (RA1). 
  
On the other hand, participants appeared to be more eager to read RA2 and RA3. A few participants 
(e.g. participant 9, participant 30 and participant 11) even asked to for a copy of these articles. This supports the 
idea that interest in the topic enhances reading comprehension (Crismore, 1981; Mustapha, Premalatha, Sharmini 
& Inggeris, 2001). The topics dealt with were well known and did not require specialized knowledge (global 
warming and migration). Participant 13 commented: “the text is very easy. Perhaps, because the topic and the 
language of the migration is well known. Even with the language is easy, there aren’t any technical terms.” 
 
With regards to the relationship between the participants’ metadiscourse use and their reading 
comprehension, positive significant relationships were found (based on a series of Pearson correlation analyses): 
(r= 0.924, p= 0.000) for R1, (r= 0.898, p= 0.000) for R2, (r= 0.843, p= 0.000) for R3 and (r= 0.883, p= 0.000) 
for R4. According to Cohen (1988, pp. 79-81), a relationship is considered very significant when the value of the 
correlation coefficient r is between .50 and 1.0. This suggests that the participants who used more metadiscourse 
markers were more likely to understand more of what they read. We may conclude that metadiscourse use 
enhances reading performance, which confirms the second hypothesis of the present study. Those who recalled 
more metadiscourse were more likely to discern the authors’ attitudes towards their propositional content and to 
have a critical reading of the RAs. Participants 13 and 14, for instance, found the author of RA2 very biased and 
criticized him for advancing many arguments to defend the case of developing countries. He wanted, according 
to them, to hang the responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions over the shoulders of the developed world. 
Participant 33 thought that the author was pro-American. Low proficient readers tended to focus only on 
understanding the meaning of unfamiliar words.  
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Unfortunately, the dearth of studies into the contribution of metadiscourse to reading comprehension 
skill makes it quite difficult for the researcher to discuss the results of the present study against previous results. 
And the few ones conducted used mainly native speakers of English such as those of Crismore (1989) and 
Crismore and Vande Kopple (1997). Nevertheless, the results of the present study support one study conducted 
with non-native speakers of English, that of Mustapha, Premalatha, Sharmini and Inggeris (2001) who reported 
that metadiscourse had positive effects on SL reading performance. They found that participants reading the 
passage with metadiscourse tended to fare better than those reading the passage without metadiscourse.  
 
4.3. The relationship between the participants’ language proficiency, subject background knowledge and their 
use of metadiscourse and reading comprehension 
 
Prior to answering the third research question, an overview of the participants’ TOEFL scores and their 
background knowledge scores is presented in the following. The participants’ TOEFL scores ranged from 3 to 
33. The mean was 15.32. As the total score for the test was 41, only 17 passed the test. Of these, only 1 had over 
30. Fifteen respondents had below ten. Interestingly some participants who got high reading comprehension 
scores had bad scores on the TOEFL. For instance, though Participant 1 had an eight out of ten in the reading 
comprehension tests, he got only 05.00 on the TOEFL. The same case was for participant 27.  
 
As for the participants’ subject background scores, it seems more appropriate to start with an overview 
of their affiliations. Fifty two per cent of the participants were researching in the sub-field of human geography 
and the others in the sub-field of physical geography. The former were working on issues related to human 
phenomena such as population, economy and urban management, the latter were studying natural phenomena 
such as the morphology of the Earth, climate and vegetation. Particularly, about half of the participants working 
in the sub-field of human geography were specialised in economical geography and urban management and 20% 
were researching in the geography of population. Forty two percent of those working in the sub-field of physical 
geography were specialised in geomorphology, thirty percent were doing research in biogeography and twenty 
percent in climatology. Despite their different majors, all the participants obtained high scores on the subject 
background quizzes. Out of a maximum score of 19, the mean was 17.76 and with a very low standard deviation 
of 1.302.  
  
4.3.1. The relationship between participants’ language proficiency and prior background knowledge and their  
use of metadiscourse and reading comprehension 
 
To better predict which independent variable (language proficiency or prior background knowledge) 
contributed more to reading performance and metadiscourse use, multiple regression analyses were conducted. 
Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) maintained that multiple regression tells us how much of the variance in the 
dependent variable can be explained by the independent variables. Specifically, the goals for the analysis were 
twofold: first, to determine how well the independent variables were able to predict participants’ metadiscourse 
use performance; and second, to find out which particular independent variable was the best predictor of 
participants’ metadiscourse use performance. Because the amount of metadiscourse recalled was different across 
the articles, four different standard multiple regression analyses were conducted for the metadiscourse scores for 
each research article.  
 
Findings of the multiple regression analyses indicated that language proficiency seemed to play at least 
an important role in the comprehension of the research articles assigned. Significant correlations were found 
between the participants’ language proficiency scores and their use of metadiscourse and reading 
comprehension. The correlation coefficients were for the four research articles (.585, 504, 407, 514); (.528; ,460; 
.415; .497), respectively. Expressed differently, the higher the participants’ language proficiency, the better their 
performance on the recall protocols (for both reading comprehension and metadiscourse use). The present 
findings support the “threshold hypothesis”, i.e, the belief that there is a kind of ‘threshold’ of competence below 
which it would be difficult for SL readers to use metadiscourse.  Indeed, it seems from the present results that 
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performance on the recall protocols was to a great extent a function of language proficiency. Those who had 
good command over the language were able to grasp the meaning of the four articles regardless of the field of 
research. This was supported by findings from the post-reading questionnaire. Participant 39 said “I don’t 
understand many words like ‘while’, perhaps’, inaccurate’, and ‘although’.” Likewise, participant 45 wrote “I 
did not understand ‘likely’, ‘misleading’, and ‘overstated’. Interestingly, the very words they did not understand 
are metadiscourse markers. Participant 35 summed up the situation “I have got problems with words I couldn’t 
understand such as ‘tend’, ‘was’ and ‘while’; If I could understand the verbs, I would be able to understand the 
nuances”. A further important quote, participant 50 said “what I miss is some linguistic terms to be able to link 
the sentences to each other”. Thus, we may conclude that language proficiency plays a major role in 
metadiscourse use, which confirms the third hypothesis of the present study. 
This is consistent with the studies of Mohammed and Swales (1984), Tan (1990), and Ridgway (1997) 
which reported that low language proficiency could not be compensated for by high background knowledge. 
Likewise, Uso-Juan (2006) concluded “the results showed that it was necessary for the participants to reach a 
linguistic threshold level in order to be able to read academic texts” (p. 221). Congruent with Jalilifar and 
Alipour’s (2007) study, the findings of the present study indicated that the linguistic threshold should be 
intermediate and up. In fact, though all participants reported having a pre-intermediate level of English, most of 
them could not use metadiscourse. As measured by the TOEFL, it seems that only those with intermediate and 
advanced levels of English were able to recognize and use metadiscourse. Jalilifar and Alipour (2007, p. 49) 
stated “pre-intermediate language learners fail to employ metadiscourse markers in their reading comprehension 
skill on their own. That is, they hardly rely on metadiscourse information unconsciously on their own”.  
5. Conclusions and recommendations 
Using qualitative and quantitative instruments, this study aimed to assess whether FL university 
teachers/researchers of geography were aware of metadiscourse when reading field-related RAs, whether, if it 
all, this awareness facilitated their reading comprehension process and whether other variables, namely language 
proficiency and subject background knowledge might have interfered in the reading process. The findings 
suggested that there was a little awareness of metadiscourse among the participants and it correlated significantly 
with their reading comprehension. English language proficiency was also found to be the main contributor to FL 
reading performance and metadiscourse use. The higher the participants’ English language proficiency was, the 
better their reading performance and their recall of metadiscourse were.  
The present study highlights the fact that metadiscourse is topic worth investigating in FL reading 
research, and most importantly invites language educators to integrate the teaching of metadiscourse in the 
teaching of reading comprehension. Indeed, a major contribution of this study is its classroom implications. 
Hyland (1998) emphasized the scarcity of appropriate materials on metadiscourse in current ESP textbooks. 
Since most participants seemed to be eager to have language training, it would be highly important to arrange 
language classes for university teachers/researchers. It is worth mentioning at this stage that all participants 
asked for language training. They found it ironical that ESP/EAP classes were arranged for all undergraduate 
students of all disciplines under the reform of the New Maitrise of 1998, but no training was organized for 
university teachers/researchers despite their urgent needs of English. Indeed, they argued that they needed to 
improve their English, the medium of international research, to disseminate their research via international 
conferences and publications in the leading Anglo-Saxon journals and to become visible in the international 
geographical community (Labassi, 2009).  
Successful EAPreading comprehension training should focus on two main areas: language proficiency, 
and metadiscourse. EAP practitioners should help their students attain a linguistic threshold by focusing on 
improving their English-language proficiency. Uso-Juan (2006) warned that the linguistic threshold varies from 
a learner to another, from a purpose to another and from a task to another. The training should also help learners 
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become more aware of metadiscourse, and develop a functional knowledge of its use, may better prepare them to 
attain the level of reading comprehension in English so necessary in the target language situation. They must be 
made aware of the important roles that metadiscourse markers play in a text to improve their language learning 
in general and their reading comprehension skill in particular. Therefore, it is necessary not to let the students be 
oblivious of these crucial devices through bringing metadiscourse markers to their consciousness. Metadiscourse 
markers should be taught explicitly in reading comprehension classes as a means to enhance students’ reading 
comprehension ability.  Pavaresh and Nemati (2008, p. 235) asserted that “if the students become aware of the 
fact that texts consist of both propositional content and interactional elements, they can comprehend the texts 
better by following the writer’s line of argument more smoothly, and also write more comprehensibly by 
anticipating their reader’s interaction with the content”. The findings also have implications for syllabus 
designers and materials developers. The findings might suggest that teaching metadiscourse markers should be a 
part of some language courses.  Pavaresh and Nemati (2008, p. 236) recommended that “language books should 
enable learners to not only understand those materials and use them as appropriately as possible, but also they 
should teach them how to use those markers as a strategy for comprehending the texts and also for 
communicating with others”.  
6. Limitation of the study 
The domain of metadiscourse is too vast and FL reading comprehension process is too complex to be 
explored in one single study. Future research is definitely needed to shed light on other aspects and effects of 
metadiscourse markers. It is therefore reasonable to end this paper by suggesting some topics related to the 
interaction between metadiscourse and reading comprehension for future studies. 
7. Suggestions for future research 
Since it was clear from this study that metadiscourse use is mainly a function of language proficiency, a 
future study could compare metadiscourse performance of both advanced and low proficient participants. Such 
study might yield more interesting results. A bigger size should be considered to obtain more significant results.  
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